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[bookmark: _GoBack]The Cock, the Fox and the Sow: Subverting the liminal space of the Bestiary in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.
The Bestiary was an instrument of order and classification, divided into man, animals, birds, reptiles and fish; crucially ‘each of these groups [were]…self-contained’, and each creature’s body was a stable entity, as its place and nature were preordained by God.[footnoteRef:1] Both individual animals and species were used as exempla for man, and they were safely compartmentalised and fixed in their form, so that the moral properties attributed to them could be held up as a model of harmonious living, whilst ensuring no possible melding between species or mankind. Consequently, a rich source of symbolism was contained and cultivated in the Bestiary, and available for use in moral, religious and literary tracts. [1:  Dorothy Yamamoto, Chapter 1, ‘The Bestiary: Establishing Ground Rules’, The Boundaries of the Human in Medieval English Literature, (2000), published to Oxford Scholarship Online: Jan 2010 pp. 19-20] 

There are two aspects of the Bestiary relevant to Chaucer’s use of animals in the Canterbury Tales. The first is the symbolic shorthand the animal offered, swiftly articulating the traits of the character to which it was connected. The second is more subtle, and is in Yamamoto’s observation that divisions require boundaries, but boundaries risk being crossed and ‘categories…mixed’.[footnoteRef:2] There were, in fact, hybrids between the beasts, and even the suggestion of such between beast and man, since any woman who looked at, or imagined, a beast while conceiving ran the risk of bearing a child in its image.[footnoteRef:3] The Bestiary had its liminal spaces then, corresponding to the liminal spaces Chaucer created for his characters when he applied animal symbolism to them. Retaining the original meaning of the symbol whilst manipulating it into a new form created a hybridisation of beast symbols.  [2:  Ibid., p.30]  [3:  Ibid., p.31] 

This hybridisation of symbol will be explored through the fox, the cockerel, and the sow, although other animals will make an appearance too. The fox and the cockerel appear in the Nun’s Priest’s tale, and are beasts elevated to the status of man, not just held as symbols for man to follow as the Bestiary would suggest.[footnoteRef:4] Chaucer is creating something new in the play between these characters. However, Chaucer used the rescuers chasing the fox to save Chauntecleer to the opposite effect, to deconstruct the sow image used by Gower to consign those of the third estate involved in the 1381 Uprising to the status of beast. This third estate was changing, but with no movement available in the system between estates, it was forced to step into a liminal space, into a class that did not yet exist.  Despite clear delineation between estates insisted on by the Church and state, still the emergence of the merchant, clerical and artisanal classes seemed to have unnerved the aristocracy with the threat of hybridisation.  [4:  Richard W. Fehrenbacher, ‘A Yeerd al Aboute: Literature and History in the “Nun’s Priest’s Tale”’, The Chaucer Review, Vol. 29, No. 2 (1994), p.144] 

[bookmark: _Hlk527117209]The three emerging classes had grown out of the new autonomy enjoyed by some of those from the third estate. Most significantly, the decimation of the population by famine and plague had diminished the workforce, and so increased the demand for their labour; this created a newfound mobility and included the movement of large numbers to the cities.[footnoteRef:5]   In what seems a contrary reaction to growth and diversity, cities changed from places where diverse sets of people lived alongside each other, to places of increasing segregation and ghettoization, which suggests there was a great anxiety around mobility.[footnoteRef:6]  Further, those considered ‘other’- prostitutes, Jews, immigrants, lepers - were couched in terms of extreme or depraved sexuality.  This segregation, and the descriptions of depraved sexuality, were an expression of the fear of contamination that reflects the problems of hybridisation hinted at in the Bestiary.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Jeni Williams, Lecture 10, The Pardoner, 08-10-2018.  ]  [6:  Jeni Williams, Lecture 10, the Pardoner’s tale, 08-10-2018.  As an example, prostitutes lived amongst the rest of the city’s population, it wasn't until the 12th century they began to operate in Stews mainly housed in Southwark, a district reached across the Thames, by the 13th century it was the only place they were allowed to live and work. See: http://www.exploringsouthwark.co.uk/the-bankside-stews/4593475219 and http://www.planetslade.com/cross-bones-07.html , ]  [7:  This in addition to the sexual denigration of outcasts from a scriptural origin noted by Lawrence Warner in 'Woman is Man's Babylon: Chaucer's "Nembrot" and the Tyranny of Enclosure in the "Nun's Priest's Tale"', The Chaucer Review, vol. 32, no. 1 (1997), pp. 82-107] 

[bookmark: _Hlk527374002][bookmark: _Hlk527117096]This ghettoization may have restricted some mixing in an increasingly diverse society, but those with an ambiguous identity still posed the threat of cross-fertilisation, and the weakening of lineage is what was feared. How could people be accurately ‘read’ when they were disguised by learning or money.
[bookmark: _Hlk527117488][bookmark: _Hlk527392904]Chaucer’s description of Malyne is a slightly tongue-in-cheek portrait that hints at the hybridisation between estates. Malyne is the Miller’s daughter in the Reeve’s tale, she is essentially a female copy of her father with her ‘kamus nose’ and sturdy body, and clearly a member of the artisanal class. However, her ‘eyen greye as glas’ (l. 3974) and her ‘right fair…heer’ (l.3976) indicate that markers of the aristocracy are beginning to show.[footnoteRef:8] That the pretensions to aristocracy of the Miller and his wife are being fulfilled through their daughter is mocked, yet the markers suggest some crossover is occurring. The brazen hybridisation of illegitimacy is at least visible, the fear is it becomes less readable as time goes on, but the more elusive threat is posed by the likes of the two clerks. [8:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, ‘The Canterbury Tales’ in The Riverside Chaucer, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), p.79] 

[bookmark: _Hlk527119147][bookmark: _Hlk527118011]These clerks belong to the secular clerical class that originated in, and grew from, the Church that educated them: an educated secular workforce needed to support the growth of both the Church and the state. Thus, the Church expanded to encompass not only its traditional class, members of the aristocracy, but also members of the third estate, producing a class of people of a somewhat indistinct position. Both these clerks’ only distinguishing feature was that they were Northern, and so ‘foreign’, which ultimately meant only that their intonation was unfamiliar and unclassifiable. Otherwise they were identifiable only as educated and from the Church. There is a colt to signify the clerks’ lust (that the Miller inadvertently unleashes on his household, as he unleashes the clerks’ horse) but it is not applied to them exclusively; it belongs to the tale in general and to the Reeve, that he might align himself with the clerks to properly share in the quiting of their respective Millers.[footnoteRef:9] The clerks are otherwise left empty of detail, left unreadable they can more easily deceive.  [9:  In his prologue he announces, ‘and yet ik have alwey a coltes tooth’. In fact, with his impotent lechery he has more in common with the figure of the Miller in the tale, since the Miller ‘…as an hors he fnoreth’ (l. 4163, p.82) because as Rowland points out the snort or neigh held ‘sexual implications’ which she goes on to relate to this very incident. Beryl Rowland, Animals with Human Faces, (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1973), p. 109] 

Yamamoto discusses the medieval preoccupation with deceit, the concern with reconciling an individual’s exterior when it deliberately does not fit their interior, and recognising those who have ‘crafted themselves a body to fit’.[footnoteRef:10] This seems to correspond with a fearful reaction to the new classes, both of the incursion of those with pretensions to aristocracy, hybridising their estate, and with those who might simply slip unnoticed amongst their number. Yamamoto’s article notes that the fox, as one who lives both on the periphery of our society and inside it (existing on the outside margins of the human world, yet hunting in our domestic sphere), articulates ‘the presence of deceit…within the…institutions of society’.[footnoteRef:11] So, the fox in the Nun’s Priest’s tale is already loaded with an image of deceit. The reading of deceit is not only important to the aristocracy however. The Roman de Reynard, the popular story cycle from which the beast fable of the Nun’s Priest’s tale is lifted, claims itself to be written for the ‘prouffyte of all god folke’, including merchants and common people to train them to spot all manner of ‘subtyl deceytes’.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Dorothy Yamamoto, Chapter 3, ‘The Fox: Laying Bare Deceit’, The Boundaries of the Human in Medieval English Literature, (2000), published to Oxford Scholarship Online: Jan 2010 pp. 59-60]  [11:  Ibid., p.59]  [12:  William Caxton (trans.), The History of Reynard the Fox, ed. N. P. Blake, EETS OS 263 (1970), p.6. Taken from Yamamoto, ‘The Fox: Laying Bare Deceit, pp.60-61. ] 

Part of the lesson of Reynard is not just to beware the deceiver, but that the deceiver will deceive you with your own weaknesses: ‘lusts and vices’ must be recognised and controlled.[footnoteRef:13] This is retained in Chaucer’s version of the Reynard story. The fox convinces Chauntecleer he means him no harm, and only wants ‘to herkne how that ye synge’ (l. 3290), claiming Chauntecleer’s father had sung (presumably his last song) so beautifully; his flattery works on Chauntecleer’s weakness, his vanity.[footnoteRef:14] It works so well, in fact, that Chauntecleer closes his eyes and lifts his head to the heavens, presenting the fox with his neck. [13:  Yamamoto, ‘The Fox’, p.60]  [14:  Chaucer, p.259] 

Thus far, Chaucer’s fox has not been used in a particularly remarkable manner; his animal symbolism is fairly standard and corresponds with the deceit noted in the Bestiary, and in Reynard. Similarly, another aspect of the fox pertinent to Chaucer’s tale is a common medieval association between him and the ecclesiastical. Rowland notes the ‘depiction of the fox as a preacher’ is common, and Varty considers it ‘perhaps the commonest theme in medieval art where the fox is concerned’, even Yamamoto, whose focus is on the fox’s deceit, concedes religion as an area of exploitation for the fox.[footnoteRef:15]  But Chaucer uses these two standard elements of fox symbolism to create something new, and does so with his changes to the original story, and with the play between his fox and his extraordinary cockerel.  [15:  Rowland, p.77.  
Kenneth Varty, ‘Reynard the Fox and the Smithfield Decretals’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, Vol. 26, No. 3 / 4 (1963). 352.
Yamamoto, ‘The Fox’, p.61] 

[bookmark: TALE]In the straitened world of the widow that Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest sets as the backdrop to his telling of the beast fable, Chauntecleer’s ‘magnificence breaks out’, as Muscatine describes it, ‘like a rocket into a shower of color’.[footnoteRef:16] There are two effects created: the first is that this contrast reflects back on the widow's impoverished world, and the second is the elevation of Chauntecleer to the aristocracy through the use of effictio, description of a character from top to toe, more properly employed in romances.[footnoteRef:17] Moving from ‘his coomb…redder than the fyn coral and batailled as it were a castel wal’ (ll. 2859-60) down to ‘his nayles whitter than the lylye flour’ (l.2863) and gleaming like ‘burned gold’ (l.2864), he is reflective of a romantic hero in his knight’s armour.[footnoteRef:18] However, rhetorical language is employed not only about Chauntecleer but also by Chauntecleer himself. Chauntecleer in the original fable does indeed dream of the fox, but he does not then enter an extended debate as to the importance of dreams. However, Chaucer’s Chauntecleer quotes philosophical thinkers, employing their arguments and some of his own constructed from a range of authorities including biblical texts, and enters the contemporary debate about predestination and free will.[footnoteRef:19]    [16:  Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and the French Tradition, (Berkley, 1957) p.239. Quoted in Fehrenbacher, p.140]  [17:  Fehrenbacher, p.140 and John Block Friedman, ‘The “Nun’s Priest’s Tale”: The Preacher and the Mermaid’s Song’, The Chaucer Review,Vol. 7, No. 4 (Spring, 1973), p. 258]  [18:  Chaucer, p.254.]  [19:  See Doron Narkiss, ‘The Fox, the Cock, and the Priest: Chaucer’s Escape from Fable’, The Chaucer Review, Vol. 32, No. 1 (1997), p.54 and p.56] 

[bookmark: _Hlk527289739]In the Bestiary, the cock was described as intelligent and a skilled astronomer since he could tell the time, and it was said that omens and auspices were readable from his behaviour. [footnoteRef:20] However, Chauntecleer cannot effectively read his own auspices, his dreams. Despite the breadth of his authoritative knowledge and his rhetorical skill in presenting his arguments to prove the felicity of dreams, he learns from neither his dreams nor his arguments. Unable to act on them he is caught by the fox. However, he does learn from the fox; he learns that he has been deceived by his own weakness, his vanity. He has also learnt, noticing the same weakness of vanity in the fox, how to apply that deception himself: he incites the fox to boast to those pursuing him for the return of Chauntecleer, suggesting he call out ‘the cok shal heere abyde. I wol him ete’ (ll. 3412-13). Delighted by the thought, the fox opens his mouth and Chauntecleer escapes his grasp.[footnoteRef:21] So, Chauntecleer becomes one of the few animals able to trick the fox the way the fox traditionally tricked others.  [20:  The Ashmolean Bestiary: The Cock < http://bestiary.ca/beasts/beast258.htm> accessed 12th October 2018.]  [21:  Chaucer, p. 206] 

The cock similarly trumps the fox in the original fable too, and it could seem the cock’s status is the only real difference. But just prior to this, Chaucer has thrown something into the tale that jolts the reader, causing them to halt and double back, fox-style, to reassess the cock, the fox and the rescuers. Ostensibly, this has been a fable about poultry and a fox, about vanity closing your eyes to reality, and about opening your mouth when you should not. Yet suddenly, the tale mentions Jack Straw and the murder of the Flemish, conflating the noisy rescuers with the ‘mob’ of the 1381 Uprising (ll. 3393-96). Then we remember what else has changed in this telling: a poor widow frames this narrative, rather than the rich landowner of the Reynard tales. So not only has Chauntecleer been made aristocracy, but he has also been made a poor widow’s property, a very important part of what sustains her in her precarious existence.[footnoteRef:22] This aristocratic bird and the fox, both of whom are beasts made human, are being chased by neighbours with the purest of motives: to help an old widow retrieve what she cannot afford to lose. Yet these rescuers are being associated with a group of humans that contemporary writers like John Gower reduced rhetorically to beasts.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Helen Barr, ‘”From pig to man and man to pig”: The 1381 Uprisings in Chaucer’s The Nun’s Priest’s Tale’, Socioliterary Practice in Late Medieval England, (Oxford Scholarship Online: January 2010), print publication 2001, p. 117]  [23:  See Fehrenbacher, p.144] 

Gower referred to the members of the uprising as ‘swine into which a cursed spirit had entered, just as Holy Writ tells of.’ [footnoteRef:24] He was referring to Mark: 5, where two thousand ‘unclean’ spirits were exorcised from a possessed man by Christ, entered the bodies of a herd of swine, and ran off a cliff to drown in the sea. Gower depicted the members of the uprising, not only as demonic beasts, but also as pigs or sows, animals the Bestiary noted for their cruel ferocity. This ferocity, combined with gluttony and lust, created an animal so voracious that it was said to consume even ‘its own young’.[footnoteRef:25] The rhetorical power of Gower’s symbol is reinforced by Chaucer in the painting of ‘the sowe freten the child right in the cradel’ (l.2019), an image in the Knight’s tale. So, a tale concerning the status quo has the sow as ‘the domesticated’ turning on its ‘owners’ in the most brutal and treacherous of ways.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  John Gower, Vox Clamantis, quoted in Lee Patterson, ‘The Miller’s Tale and the Politics of Laughter’, in Chaucer and the Subject of History, chapter.5, (London: Routledge 1991).p.273 ]  [25:  Rowland, p.37]  [26:  Based on comment by Jeni Williams, lecture 4, the Knight’s tale, 24-09-2018] 

In fact, Chaucer dots sow symbolism throughout the Canterbury Tales: the Miller with his beard that is red ‘as any sowe’ (l.555) and wart with ‘herys, reed as the brystles of a sowes erys’ (l.556); the cook called ‘stynkyng swyn’ (l.40); one clerk calling the other ‘thou swynes-heed’ (l. 4262) and the description of the Miller and clerk fighting in the Reeve’s tale ‘they walwe as doon two pigges in a poke’ (l.4278). All of these attach the sow, not just to the third estate, but also to the classes rising from it. This is interesting in the light of who was portrayed as making up the uprising (the peasants) in relation to its actual composition, which included artisans and merchants.[footnoteRef:27] It seems that in the one place where sow symbolism would most correspond to contemporary writing, Chaucer does not use it. He seems instead to be unpicking the symbol, removing it from the members of the uprising through his party of rescuers.  [27:  Barr, p. 108] 

If the rescuers were likened to the ‘mob’ in the 1381 Uprising, this implies that ‘the mob’ too had a legitimate reason. If the rescuers were chasing Chanticleer and the fox, who were the mob chasing? They were trying to reach the aristocracy to free them from the clutches of what was a corrupt and duplicitous Church, to free the aristocratic Chauntecleer from the clerical fox.
At that time, the rise in education and the publishing of a vernacular bible offered the first chance for the third estate to actively engage with biblical text and teachings. Additionally, the Lollards were preaching against the hierarchical structure of Church authority, and for the reinstatement of equality amongst men.[footnoteRef:28] This all gave rise to an understanding of a duplicitous emphasis in teachings that held the estate system in place, aided by keeping the third estate subjugated.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  The Lollards objected to the amount of property owned by the church too, and felt it was the Kings position to reclaim it and preside over the church, you could see how they may have assumed this view could have been attractive to the King if they could only get a chance to air it properly with him.  < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wyclif-political/> Accessed 12th October 2018.]  [29:  Patterson, p. 265] 

What is missed by the mob, of course, is who benefits from this ecclesiastical discourse: the Church and the aristocracy, and despite projecting beliefs to the contrary, they were subject to the same lust and avarice as those in the third estate. Their vanity was to disguise this with learning, propriety, wealth and power. Chauntecleer as aristocrat is vain, and this is how he is tricked by the clerical fox. However, Chauntecleer, using the same modus operandum as the fox, suggests what the mob-rescuers do not know: those they chase, and those they wish to save, amount symbolically to the same thing. 
So, ultimately, although the Church was perhaps more powerful than the aristocracy would like, it was a mistake for the members of the uprising to presume the aristocracy would see the Church as a problem common to them both. The aristocracy may have shared the third estate’s distrust of the Church, but for its own reasons: because it had produced the clerical class and a hybridisation of the estates, but the Church itself bolstered the aristocracy’s position. The Church was also useful as the front line holding that position even against the mob. In the end, the suggestion is not only that Chauntecleer and the fox, aristocracy and church, could be seen symbolically as one, but that the ambiguity Chauntecleer represents, as both an aristocrat and the property of the poor widow, reveals him as a hybrid. Hybridisation had already begun, and its progress was unstoppable. 
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